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What Matters Most in Special Education 

Educating students with disabilities has always posed a set of complex and difficult 

challenges. Yet more is expected of today's special education teachers than ever before. 

For example, special educators must ensure students' access to the general education 

curriculum while at the same time teach them functional skills needed for daily living and 

successful transition from school to life in the community and workplace. Today's special 

educator is expected to collaboratively plan and carry out inclusive practices with their 

general education colleagues while being responsive to the needs and wishes of families. 

They must deal with a mountain of paperwork and the challenge of preparing students for 

state proficiency tests from which they had historically been exempted. How can a 

teacher preparation program deal with all of these significant and sometimes competing 

demands? 

Our collective experience of more than 50 years of teacher training and observing in 

hundreds of special education programs has led us to this conclusion: What matters most 

in special education, the foundation without which everything would fall apart, is good 

instruction, day in and day out. This conclusion serves as the touchstone for the content 

and design of our respective teacher training programs--one at a large public university, 

the other at a small private undergraduate college. Inclusion models, issues related to 

identifying and labeling students, policy trends, funding formulae, technology, and 

collaboration, all have their places in the complex framework of special education. But at 

the level where it matters most, special education is ultimately nothing more--nor less--

than the quality of instruction provided by teachers. We agree with Lovitt (1996) that 

special education teachers must get back to the business of teaching. 



       

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

What Matters Most 3 

. . Although it may be more exciting to learn and debate about the policy 
issues of education, such as school reform, the merger of special and general
education, the merits of full inclusion, graduation requirements, class size, co-
teaching, and integrated curriculum, knowledge about any of those topics is
no substitute for having skills and knowledge of effective instruction. (pp. 85-
86) 

In this article we describe three fundamental assumptions and try to dispel three 

common yet faulty notions about special education. We believe these understandings are 

crucial to helping future teachers learn to provide good instruction for every student in 

their classes. 

Three Useful Assumptions 

Special Education Is Individualized, Intensive, Goal-Directed Instruction 

Special education can be described and evaluated from multiple perspectives. For 

example, the field can be viewed as a legislatively governed activity concerned with 

issues such as due process procedures for informing parents about their right to 

participate in decision making about their children's education and the extent to which a 

school district's IEPs (individualized education programs) include each component 

required by federal and state laws. From a socio-political perspective, special education 

can be understood as an outgrowth of the human rights movement, a discipline whose 

primary missions are ending practices in the schools which unfairly and unnecessarily 

exclude learners with disabilities, ensuring equal access to educational supports and 

services, and improving society's attitudes about people with disabilities. 

Both the legal and socio-political perspectives play important roles in defining what 

special education is and how it is practiced. Neither view, however, reveals the 

fundamental purpose of special education as instructionally based intervention designed 

to prevent (early intervention), eliminate (remedial instruction), and/or overcome 



       

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Matters Most 4 

(compensatory instruction) the obstacles that would otherwise keep an individual with 

disabilities from learning and from full and active participation in school and society. At 

the all-important day-to-day level, special education can be defined as 

individually planned, specialized, intensive, goal-directed instruction. When 
practiced most effectively and ethically, special education is also 
characterized by the use of research-based teaching methods, the application
of which is guided by direct and frequent measures of student performance. 
(Heward, 2000, p. 37) 

Students with Disabilities Have the Right to and Effective Education 

Special education is more than just the process of providing individualized, intensive, 

and goal-directed instruction. It must be equally concerned with the product of those 

efforts--the extent that students acquire and subsequently use knowledge and skills they 

did not have prior to instruction. Therefore, the special educator's primary professional 

responsibilities should revolve around the design, implementation, and evaluation of 

instruction that helps students with disabilities acquire, generalize, and maintain 

knowledge and skills that improve the quality of their lives in school, home, community, 

and workplace--now and in the future. 

Effective Special Educators Use Empirically Validated Instructional Programs and 

Practices 

Contrary to the contention of some critics, special education research has produced a 

significant and reliable knowledge base about effective teaching practices. No reasonable 

person believes research has discovered everything important that can be known about 

teaching exceptional students--many questions remain to be answered; the pursuit of 

which will lead to other questions yet to be asked. Nevertheless, research has developed a 

substantial body of knowledge about strategic approaches (e.g., functional assessment) 



       

 

 

  

 

 

  

  
  
   
  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

What Matters Most 5 

and tactical procedures (e.g., progressively fading response prompts) that special 

education teachers should know how to select and apply with professional expertise. 

Researchers have discovered a great deal about such topics as how to design 

instruction to promote students' appropriate application and retention of what is taught, 

what features of early reading instruction will reduce the number of children who later 

develop reading problems, and what components of secondary special education 

programs increase students' success in transitioning from school-to-work. Unfortunately, 

studies of classroom practice reveal that the special education received by many students 

with disabilities is designed and delivered in the absence of that knowledge (e.g., 

Wagner, Blackorby, Cameto, & Newman, 1994). 

When considering any curriculum, program, or instructional method, special 

education teachers and administrators should ask questions such as the following: 

•	 Has this program been tested in the classroom? 
•	 What is the evidence showing this program works? 
•	 What measures of student performance were used to evaluate this program? 
•	 Has any research on this program been published in peer-reviewed journals? 
•	 Is there any evidence to suggest the program will be successful if modified to 

meet the skill levels and ages of my students? (Heward, 2000, p. 631) 

When using an instructional tool for the first time, teachers should directly evaluate 

its effectiveness with their own students to see whether the desired learning has taken 

place (Greenwood & Maheady, 1997). 

Three Faulty Notions 

Students enter teacher training programs with a wide range of prior knowledge, 

experience, and ideas about teaching and learning. Some of this prior learning provides a 

solid foundation upon which a professional teaching repertoire can be built. Some of it, 



       

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

What Matters Most 6 

however, needs to be modified or dispelled before they can fully understand the three 

assumptions just discussed and achieve maximum effectiveness as teachers. 

Building Students' Self-esteem Is a Teacher's Primary Goal  (NOT!!) 

Many educators believe that children must first feel good about themselves in order to 

learn. The rationale is that if we focus on boosting students' self-esteem, they will be 

confident and excited about learning and hence their abilities to read, write, and compute 

will blossom. There is, of course, a positive correlation between achievement and 

positive self-esteem: children who are successful academically and socially tend to 

demonstrate higher self-esteem than children who are failing and without friends. This is 

not surprising. Children who are competent readers, writers, and mathematicians and get 

along with others are more likely to feel better about themselves than are children whose 

academic and social skill deficits make each day in school an ordeal. 

The mistake in interpreting this correlation is thinking that academic achievement and 

social competence are caused by positive self-esteem. To the contrary, positive self-

esteem is more likely to be an outcome or product of growing achievement and 

meaningful accomplishments, not a means by which to attain knowledge and skills. 

The popular fear that something might happen in the classroom that could damage 

children's fragile self-esteem may account, in part, for two kinds of mistakes by teachers 

in the classroom: using curriculum materials which enable students to be "right for the 

wrong reason" and failing to correct students' errors. 

Instructional materials that students can complete with 100% accuracy without 

practicing the particular skill or knowledge the materials were intended to teach are used 

widely used at all grade levels. Some examples are the following: Students are able to 



       

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

     

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Matters Most 7 

select the correct answers to a series of "comprehension" questions without reading the 

text because the answers are obvious by looking at the illustration that accompanies the 

story. A worksheet is used that does not require students to read the passages and think 

about the best choice for the fill-in-the-blank answers because the correct choices are 

made obvious (e.g., ". . . ate the ________ . . ." choose from: red, seven, cheese, which). 

A science vocabulary assignment is given which secondary students can complete 

without reading either the terms or their definitions because one need only count the 

number of letters in each science term and then match that count with the number of 

spaces provided next to the definitions. An activity is used in which students can 

correctly "make" the compound words by connecting color-matched boxes without 

having to read the component words and think about which ones might go together (e.g., 

base and ball are in blue boxes, bath and tub in green boxes). 

Because students' answers on such poorly-designed materials are controlled by 

instructionally irrelevant features of the materials (e.g., color, size, position on the page), 

the materials provide no meaningful practice with the knowledge or skills they are 

intended to teach (Vargas, 1984). Instructional materials that allow students be "right for 

the wrong reason" do them no favors in the long run. While students may initially feel 

good about getting the right answers so quickly and painlessly, the long-term effects on 

both their achievement and self-esteem are likely to be negative. 

Another potential problem that can arise from a misplaced emphasis on self-esteem is 

teachers' hesitation to correct student errors. Many teachers allow students to repeat 

mistakes because of concern that informing them that their work contains errors may 

harm their self-esteem. This practice negatively impacts their achievement and, 



       

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Matters Most 8 

ultimately, students' self-esteem as well. When students are allowed to repeatedly make 

the same mistakes without correction, they are learning how to perform skills incorrectly, 

and wasting valuable instructional time because of the re-teaching and re-learning that 

eventually must occur. 

Rather than spending valuable instructional time on "self-esteem training", teachers 

should focus on building students' self-esteem by helping them achieve success in the 

classroom. Teachers should try to use specific positive feedback that identifies 

achievement such as "The letters in your name are nicely formed and evenly spaced." 

"Marlena, you remembered to regroup in all of your problems." "Juan, I saw you and 

Mike make some good shots while playing basketball today at recess." and "Kenny, you 

are dressed so neatly you could go to a job interview!" instead of "Good job!," "Good 

playing!,"  "You're wonderful!," and "That's terrific!" Recognizing and praising students 

for their efforts and accomplishments lets them know exactly what they have done right, 

builds self-confidence, and encourages motivation. 

Unending Patience Is Necessary When Teaching Children with Disabilities (NOT!!) 

Conventional wisdom is that it takes enormous patience to teach children with 

disabilities. While students with special needs often need more learning trials than their 

non-disabled peers to master a skill, requiring perseverance and energy on the part of the 

teacher, we believe this notion does a great disservice to students and teachers alike by 

getting translated in practice to lowered expectations for performance, slowed-down 

instruction, allowing students to participate when they "feel like it", and fewer in-class 

and homework assignments. 



       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Matters Most 9 

Instead of patient teachers, students with disabilities need teachers who are in some 

ways impatient—impatient with instructional methods and materials that do not help their 

students acquire and subsequently use the knowledge and skills required for successful 

functioning in the school, home, community, and workplace. Instead of waiting patiently 

for a student to learn, attributing lack of progress to some inherent attribute or faulty 

process within the child such as mental retardation, learning disability, attention-deficit 

disorder, or emotional disturbance, a teacher should require students to respond actively, 

frequently, accurately, and quickly. Teachers should systematically instruct students to be 

self-managed and well-organized so that as adults, they are competent and efficient in 

their jobs and family and community activities and do not inadvertently cause others to 

single them out for ridicule or reinforce the myth that people with disabilities cannot be 

capable, independent people. 

A Good Teacher Is, First and Foremost, Creative  (NOT!!) 

There is widespread belief in education today that creativity is the key to effective 

teaching. It is true that many ineffective lessons have been turned into effective ones by 

teachers who have creatively adapted curriculum materials, developed assistive devices, 

or changed the mode, form, timing or some other dimension of an instructional prompt. 

In practice, however, the "a teacher must be creative" adage seems to encourage teachers 

to "do their own thing", to try things in the classroom that are fun, trendy, and unusual 

but may not have a valid instructional purpose or effect. This kind of unstructured 

experimentation may be refreshing to teachers and may even at times impress parents and 

the general public, but it often does not result in purposeful learning or meet the needs of 

students. 



       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Matters Most 10 

Adding variety to instructional activities and materials in an attempt to make lessons 

more interesting and fun for students is one way that teachers frequently try to be 

creative. A teacher being creative in this way, however, must be careful that the modified 

materials or activities do not inadvertently reduce active student opportunities to practice 

the target skill. Consider, for example, the many "creative" materials and activities that 

have been developed to provide variety to spelling instruction: word searches, scrambled 

words, and secret codes to name just a few. But the teacher who has assigned such 

"creative" spelling activities on Monday through Thursday should not be surprised if 

many of her students perform poorly on Friday's spelling test. The materials and activities 

the students worked on all week may have been "creative" by some definitions, but they 

did not provide the students with sufficient opportunities to actually practice and learn to 

spell the words. 

A teacher's belief that she must be creative may also work against her systematic use 

of research-based curriculum and instructional tools. Teachers may be told that not only 

is it permissible to try teaching in different ways from time to time, but that such change 

is good for students. They may be told that changing instructional methods and/or 

materials on a frequent basis is one way for teachers to demonstrate their creativity. In 

fact, many teachers strongly believe it is their right to be "creative" in the classroom. We 

believe this attitude is misdirected and can have ultimately disastrous consequences 

because teachers are professionals whose job has a "bottom line"--that is, demonstrated 

and measurable student learning. Children must not serve as guinea pigs for educators 

who want to try one unproved method after another because of fad, fashion, or creative 

whim (Engelmann, 1992). 



       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

What Matters Most 11 

There will always be a place and a need for teacher creativity in the classroom, but 

the need for and form of that creativity should be guided and subsequently evaluated by 

students' performance. It is one thing for a teacher to creatively design and adapt 

instructional materials and procedures to add an extra degree or two of effectiveness to an 

already effective lesson. But it is quite another thing for a teacher to be "creative" in the 

absence of a sound curriculum and repertoire of critical instructional skills. Instead of 

being told that being creative is the secret to good teaching, teachers should be trained to 

realize that the first and most important key to being an effective teacher is to obtain the 

knowledge and skills necessary to select and properly use a large repertoire of research-

based instructional tools (e.g., Lovitt, 1995). 

Focusing on Alterable Variables 

The academic and social learning needs of students with disabilities present a 

sobering challenge for teachers. This challenge is made all the more difficult because the 

teacher seldom, if ever, can control (or even know) all of the factors affecting a student's 

learning and behavior. But it does little good to bemoan the student's past (which no one 

can alter) or to use all of the things in the student's current life that cannot be changed as 

an excuse for failing to help the student in the classroom. And it makes little sense for a 

teacher to talk of influence beyond the classroom with such high-sounding phrases as 

ecological management and wraparound services, until that teacher has demonstrated he 

can create a classroom environment conducive to improved learning and behavior 

(Kauffman, 1997). 

Special educators should focus their resources and efforts on those aspects of a 

student's life that they can effectively influence. Bloom (1980) calls these "alterable 



       

 

 

 

  

 

 

What Matters Most 12 

variables"; things that can be affected by teaching practices and that make a difference in 

student learning. Alterable variables include things such as: the amount of time allocated 

for instruction; whether instructional materials call for a recognition or recall-type 

response; the sequence of activities within a lesson; pacing of instruction; the frequency 

with which students actively respond during instruction; whether, how, and when 

students receive praise or other forms of reinforcement for their efforts; the manner in 

which errors are corrected; and so on. 

* * * * * * * * 

Teachers and other professionals who have accepted the challenge of teaching 

children and young adults with disabilities work in an exciting and rapidly changing field. 

But what matters most is their professional competence and daily efforts to help their 

students achieve their highest levels of achievement and independent functioning. As 

special educators, we need to stay focused on using research-based teaching methods to 

deliver relevant curriculum content to every student, every school day, in every lesson, no 

matter where those lessons take place. 
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Figure 1. Dimensions and defining features of special education. 

Dimension Defining Features 

Individually planned 

Specialized 

Intensive 

Goal-directed 

Research-based methods 

Guided by student
performance 

•	 learning goals and objectives selected for each student
based on assessment results and input from parents and 
student 

•	 teaching methods and instruction materials selected 
and/or adapted for each student 

•	 setting(s) where instruction will occur determined based 
on opportunities for student to learn and use targeted 
skills 

•	 sometimes involves unique or adapted teaching 
procedures seldom used in general education (e.g., 
constant time delay, token reinforcement, self-
monitoring) 

•	 incorporates variety of instructional materials and 
supports--both natural and contrived--to help student
acquire and use targeted learning objectives 

•	 related services (e.g., audiology, physical therapy) 
•	 assistive technology (e.g., adapted cup holder, head-

operated switch to select communication symbols) 

•	 instruction presented with attention to detail, precision, 
structure, clarity, and repeated practice 

•	 "relentless, urgent" instruction (Zigmond, 1995) 
•	 student provided with incidental, naturalistic

opportunities to use targeted knowledge and skill 

•	 purposeful instruction intended to help individual
students achieve the greatest possible personal self-
sufficiency and success in present and future
environments. 

•	 value/goodness of instruction determined by student
attainment of outcomes 

•	 recognizes that all teaching approaches are not equally 
effective 

•	 instructional programs and teaching procedures selected 
on basis of research support 

•	 careful, ongoing monitoring of student progress 
•	 frequent and direct measures/assessment of student

learning inform modifications in instruction 

Source: From W. L. Heward. (2000). Exceptional Children: An Introductory Survey of Special Education
(6th ed., p. 38). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall. Used by permission. 


